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The quality of peak hour travel by car tends to equal 
that of public transport Thompson 1977

... so faster transit reduces congestion



The Downs-Thomson Paradox

The quality of peak hour travel by car tends to equal 
that of public transport Thompson 1977

... so faster transit reduces congestion



Actual cost plus time



Actual cost plus time

CarCar



Actual cost plus time

CarCar

Transit



Actual cost plus time

Car

Transit

0% Car 50% Car 100% Car



Car

Actual cost plus time

Transit

0% Car 50% Car 100% Car



Actual cost plus time

Car

Transit

0% Car 50% Car 100% Car



Car

Actual cost plus time

Transit

0% Car 50% Car 100% Car



Actual cost plus time

Car

Transit

0% Car 50% Car 100% Car



Does it work? (1)

Average peak-hour, travel times by car and transit are 
often similar:
London (6 sectors, range 84-102%)
Paris, New York, Washington, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, 
Chicago, San Francisco

Some commuters are explorers and regularly try 
different modes about 15% in London

Fast transit is always well-used



Does it work? (2)

Reducing traffic capacity may make little or no 
difference to congestion 

Some 70 schemes with good data had an average 
reduction of 22% 
(Range +26% to -146%)

Reduced capacity and triple divergence makes space 
for transit priority

The paradox can be modelled and mode transfer 
probability measured



Cheonggyecheon River highway, Seoul

Before: ~ twelve 
lanes plus parking

After: access only, 
some additional 

transit, open space



Does it work in small cities?
(too small for rail)

On-street transit can be effective needs traffic signal 
priority, semi-segregated lanes or busways

Dublin reduced CBD car numbers by 21% in 7 years, 
using 12 quality bus corridors (Bus lanes and some 
signal priority)

Dublin s car numbers by corridor ranged from +12% to -
36%

Many good examples in Europe
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